The main objective of this study is geared toward how the public understands the nature and the environment, and relates to them. The research universe is represented by the inhabitants of the plain step in the northern half of Crisana Province (north-western Romania). It started from the idea that social representations generate attitudinal and behavioral patterns and the way in which people interact with the environment and nature has a significant influence on quality of life and social development. Therefore, the social representations about the environment and nature have direct effects on our future and can be oriented towards the active participation to the efforts to protect the environment and the nature in general. There were 671 residents of 34 villages questioned and their answers have set a certain socio-geographical pattern on the specifics of life environment belonging to plain. The life environment was perceived by us as a way of reporting to the nature and the environment. The rural respondents from the plain come up with the most common answers, even identical in content, drawing the nature and the environment as ambience, as the space around them.
INTRODUCTION
This article aims to highlight the role that ambience plays in the evolution of rural plain communities and the arguments that can be a foundation of understanding the nature and the environment as factors of social welfare. From how individuals living in rural areas relate to what exists around them and to how models are identified in this relationship there is a wide range of theoretical and empirical approaches.
The social perception of the link between the environment and the community is a prerequisite for sustainable development based on the harmony between society and nature. In this context, the nature and the environment appear as efficient and affordable resources to meet the needs of living, leisure and entertainment. However, there are problems related to the patterns of understanding and the representations about nature and environment. The activities outside work, entertainment and leisure are understood, interpreted and lived in a much diversified way, with strong dependencies on the mood or on the general assessments of the social environment of origin. These often mask or inhibit the individuals' appetite for nature and environment. Therefore it is required the exploration of education directions in the interdisciplinary field of life framework that the concepts of nature and environment satisfy, the formation of complete social representations about their role in social development and personal development.
In an inclusive and systematic assertion, the nature includes the environment. The studies aiming to clarify the theoretical and practical limits between nature and environment, and representations of the concrete are in considerable number. Yet, they highlight a certain specific term derived from the membership of the researcher to the area that it serves.
There are studies on nature aiming the plants and animals that are given as relevant to what nature means, information that must be included as education for the environment (Bonnett, 2004; Ioan&Carcea, 2013) . The environment is seen by the school population as subordinated to nature from both structural perspective (environment belonging to nature) and as a representation of the consequences of ecological disturbance in the environment (Kang et al., 2012) . We live with the nature, we use the nature through its resources (Cordente-Rodríguez et al., 2014) yet we consecrate the idea of nature in different ways, from conversation to philosophical-scientific sharing (Gandy, 2008) . In the traditional Indian perception, marked indeed by spiritual-religious considerations, the nature is a veritable complex, and it is not restrained only to humans and living beings, but it gathers space, non-living elements, experiences, forces and rules (Michaels, 2003) . Nature is also understood as wilderness, as the unpolluted and unaffected part of everything surrounding people (Kuckartz quoted by Rink&Emmrich, 2005) . The last years accredit about nature a vision interconnecting fundamental notions about matter and energy found in relations of causality and determinism (Weinert, 2005) or regarding its double character, namely ethics and utility (Zammito et al., 2008) . On the ground, the public's reality about nature is different.
Out of the Norwegian and Swedish subjects interviewed in one study, 80% understand the meaning of the concept of nature (Grendstad and Wollebaek, quoted by de Groot&van den Born, 2003) , the Dutch percentage reaching even the value of 90% (Van den Born et al., quoted by de Groot&van den Born, 2003) .
The environment is promoted through environmental education, environmental culture (Megyeri-Runyó&Kerényi, 2012) and the creation of environmental value conscience, by understanding the value of sustainable development (Reimer et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2011) or of the habit of living in ecological balance in a protected area by local people in Romania (Marmureanu&Geamana, 2012; Veen et al., 2010) . It even gets to the use of modern tools like comics and internet sites about environment, in order to change to the better the attitudes towards environment of high school students (Missiou&Stefos, 2012) . The result of the campaigns for the return of people to the values of modern ecology includes also the pro environment behaviour and a strengthening of the links between people and nature where they live, especially for those in rural areas (Hinds&Sparks, 2008) . Specifically, for the Romanian residents these gains have been since childhood, targeting the prevention of degradation, the remediation/reconstruction and conservation of environments.
On the border of perception, understanding and networking between the individual, nature and environment there is the orientation of natural environment type in response to the expectations of groups of children for places with games that incorporate the dominant natural (Fjørtoft&Sageie, 2000) or gulf courses dominated by mainly natural constituent (Vargas-Sánchez&Riquel-Ligero, 2012) .
The literature explores the thematic field of the relationship between village occupants or young city dwellers with nature and the environment, including through investigations that use questioning. There are works that report the use of questionnaires applied to the adult population of a Norwegian hilly village (Kaltenborn&Bjerke, 2002) or in the case of farmers in Spanish mountainous provinces on their past and present cultural landscapes (Calvo-Iglesias et al., 2006) . There are also case studies regarding the case of a group of Swiss residents (Bauer et al., 2009 ) or a group of middle school Greek students about questioning them on the changes in the environment in which man confronts nature (Missiou&Stefos, 2012).
METHODS
The study was conducted in rural areas of the half northern half step plains of Crişana Province, located in the northwestern part of Romania. 34 rural locations were chosen, laying from the north to the south of the area making the object of the study (Figure 1 ). The choice of these localities was made so that they meet the requirements of the study from a geomorphologic, demographic and environmental resources point of view. To get a detailed, clear and objective image of what nature and environment mean, and how the residents relate to these, a number of 671 questionnaires was applied. A multistage sampling was conducted by reference to the three levels of classification. In the first phase a random sample was drawn up with the villages in the plain areas that have been visited, then the random step method was applied for the selection of households, and finally were selected the people who answered the questionnaire. The sampling error was approximated to +/-3.7%, showed a probability of 95%. The questionnaires were made up of closed questions and were applied by investigation operators.
The drawing up of the questionnaire was carried out according to the development of a simple operational scheme based on two conceptual dimensions: the nature and the environment. According to the central objective of the study (determining the ways in which society relates to these two dimensions) was developed a set of variables for each dimension in which the respondents are asked to define the nature and the environment, in accordance with personal representations they have about the concepts mentioned above. These variables are presented as closed questions, and the respondents were asked to choose the most eloquent definition, in accordance with their own beliefs and knowledge. The questionnaire also includes another closed question comprising a set of variables meant to emphasize the intensity of personal concerns relating to a series of defining aspects of the notions of nature and environment. At the same time, the research instrument contains a number of factual questions relating to age, marital status, schooling, occupation, ethnicity, religion or income. Data interpretation is based mainly on frequency analysis and correlations meant to argue the interpretations of the ways in which the population in plain areas relate to the nature and the environment. At the same time, these interpretations reveal the degree of interdependence between society on the one hand, and the two dimensions studied, on the other hand.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The respondents surveyed in the plain villages researched were given the opportunity to consult a preset list with several possible definitions of the notion of nature. Figure 2 presents in absolute values the way in which the respondents in the area of interest decided according to possible definitions, being asked to choose the definition that corresponds most with their position in relation to nature (the definition that represents the best the respondent).
They were also requested to provide a second alternative of the appropriate definition, with the desire to complete the public image that the people of these plain villages have about nature. Analyzing the first choice of the significance of nature, we see that 242 of the respondents consider nature as "a place around us." Their number is certainly significant, and the definition itself denotes cognitive and emotional simplicity. In this way we infer a generalized attitude of lack of concern for nature, which can be sweetened by the fact that 142 (176 respectively) of the respondents choose as definition for nature "a place of harmony between plants and animals" which, scientifically is closest to the truth.
We also note the small number of subjects inclined to profound representations of nature, so that only 8 subjects were found to define nature as a "workshop where the human creates and where the human is a mere worker" and all 8 have chosen the definition "the complicated meaning of human being and of humanity". However, the rural citizens in the Crişana plain, even if they do not show a constant concern for nature, consider the nature as a valuable aspect of existence. This follows from the fact that 137 respondents believe in defining nature as a "work of divine creation." The least represented definitions are those presenting the nature in abstract, philosophical ways. 94% of respondents avoided the definition of nature as "complicated meaning of the human being and of humanity" and 93.4% did not choose the definition of nature as a "workshop where the man creates and the man is a mere worker". Concrete representations are preferred by respondents and the only mystical perspective that significantly appears in the subjects' options is considering nature as a "work of divine creation." This choice mostly expresses the high degree of religiosity, given that rural areas are social spaces where the religious behavior manifests itself with greater intensity than in urban environments.
It should also be noted the reduced percentage of respondents who consider nature as a "sensitive place requiring protection." This indicates a mild intensity of the sense of concern that these residents of Crişana plain villages show regarding nature. This raises concerns, as long as the protection of environment and nature is an acute need, and local public administrations must make great efforts in this direction.
From this perspective we can conclude that serious efforts are needed to inform the residents of villages in northern Crişana plain about the problems of their life environment and its protection. To deepen the meanings of the concept of nature the most popular definition was explored, namely "a place around us" (Table 1) , considering it suggestive for the major mainstream regarding the relation of the residents of plain villages studied with the nature. Thus, deducting the choice of this definition according to age, we get the following results (Table 1) :
We note that the most determined in choosing this definition are the respondents between 46 and 60 years old, but totaling the two choices the highest percentage is found in people ranging from 31-45 years old. The two age groups make up the active category of Crişana plain villages, and more than that, this is a stable category in terms of housing. The 18-30 year old segment consists of people in a forming process, mobile in terms of territory, looking for a job and willing to relocate depending on labor market demands. The category of those over the age of 60 years usually represents less active people with reduced influences on the environment and nature in general. We note with interest the almost identical level of representations about nature as a "place around us," of the choice made by Romanians and Hungarians (Figure 3) . A legitimate question about this situation would be how the almost identical percentage among the two ethnicities that are included in this definition of nature could be explained. An argument which largely covers the explanation of the phenomenon is that the two ethnic groups have identical sources of information and education levels, related to environment and nature. The Rroma ethnicity is different from the Romanians and the Hungarians with about 24 percent. Leading the explanation on the same argument, it is known that the Rroma, as an ethnic group, have a lower educational level, school dropout among this ethnic group being a frequent phenomenon. In respect of the Germans, they live in isolated communities and the size of this ethnic group in the northern plain of Crişana is reduced. However, the values of the responses expressed by the Germans are much closer to the model imposed on the Romanian and Hungarian communities. The term surrounding environment was another dimension that we wanted to analyze, in terms of how it is understood by the inhabitants of the plain step in the rural area of half North of Crişana and the way in which people relate to the environment (Figure 4) .
We first note that the number of cases in which the definitions are not chosen is higher than when the definitions for nature were chosen, which shows a more abstract, less clear perspective of social representations related to this term. In the case of defining the term environment, too as well as in that of defining nature, the clearest, the simplest definition was chosen, namely the "space around us" (53.1% - Figure 4) . The less representative definitions are "useless things that confuse the man" (0.6%), which is an erroneous definition, introduced specifically to test the correctness of social representations of the surrounding environment, namely the definition of "fragile place in which human actions can lead to pollution" (5.1%). The fairest meaning related to the surrounding environment is the definition of "place where the soil, water and air create living conditions for humans and animals" (29.2% - Figure 4) . It is noteworthy that this definition was second in intensity of the choices made by the subjects, which suggests closeness to the accurate representation of the term. It may reveal the intensity of correct knowledge of the term environment, depending on the ethnicity of respondents ( Table 2 ). The data obtained show that Romanian ethnic population is largely in line with the most complete definition of the term environment. Anyway, the differences from the Hungarians, Rroma or Germans are not very high. The experience of social research generally showed the definite influence of sociodemographic factors on the ways of manifestation of social phenomena. The opinions, attitudes, behavior or interest in various aspects of social life are all related to religion, age, education level, etc. Therefore, in the analyses to be submitted was considered important to discover how to distribute those who have a fair representation of the term environment, based on religion and age.
The most documented confessions about the meaning of the term environment are Protestant and Orthodox (Table 3) . On the opposite side there are the Roman Catholics and those who have not declared confession, of which a greater number is represented by those who have not selected the accurate definition. However, given that no analyzes have been made about the religious practice, based on the differences between groups of 10-15 percent of those who have chosen the accurate definition and the groups who have not chosen the accurate definition, it is difficult to establish a relationship of determination between confession and the representation on the environment.
In the case of age categories there is a downward or in inverse ration trend between the age and choosing the correct definition in relation to the environment (Table 4) . This trend is manifested in the cases of the first three age categories and can be interpreted through access to education. Due to needs related to the construction of a professional career, as the age group is smaller the availability of individuals for activities and educational programs is higher. This preoccupation provides an approximation of the individual to educational environments, which in turn put increasingly more and more emphasis on the influence of the environment on society and personal life. In connection with the category of subjects over the age of 60 years there has been an increase in the accuracy of defining the environment. This phenomenon can be attributed to higher consumption of media information. Mass communication contains a lot of information relating to the state and environmental protection, becoming one central topic in recent decades. After the age of 60 years the professional positions of the people are usually very stable, the lifecycles exceed periods of intense obligations in raising children, and a large part of this category is in the pension scheme. These things offer a greater availability of free time, which creates a framework for media information consumption.
CONCLUSIONS
The results of the study provide information about population segments who consider that they live in less spectacular places and with limited natural resources. Based on data obtained from this research, a well-defined model of linking rural societies in western plains of Crişana, with the nature and their environment becomes obvious. The residents of these areas show positive attitudinal patterns in relation to the two socio-geographical dimensions. Yet, what stands out is the lack of a perspective of conservation and protection of the environment and nature. Thus, the rural population of lowland areas shows a poor connection at the prospect dangers threatening the quality of the environment and nature. Also, at the social level, the consciousness linked to frailty that characterizes the two elements at the moment is missing. Furthermore, we conclude that the inhabitants of plain rural areas show social representations about nature and environment taken over from previous generations, which, objectively speaking, however, they had no concerns that are necessary nowadays. Most respondents defined nature as "a place around us" and the surrounding environment was represented by most as a "space that surrounds us." Both definitions denote simplicity, yet also a lack of concern or even partially superficial approach. We consider the identification of this situation important in terms of the efforts to protect the nature and the environment. We therefore propose as a result of this study which corresponds to scientific rigors, that the efforts of environmental organizations and government institutions focus on educational programs built on two dimensions: on the one hand to sensitize the masses about the fragility of the environment and the hazards that may adversely affect nature; and on the other hand to implement attitudinal and behavioral patterns at the social level, designed to prevent a negative trend with serious and long term consequences, regarding the natural balance and the environment; also, a proper planning of sustainable development based on natural components belonging to the poorest villages in the studied area.
